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Longitudinal data from India reveals that low-birth-weight infants experience
lower test scores compared with normal birth weight infants

Study shows health policies designed to improve birth weight could improve human capital in
resource-poor settings.

Washington, DC / New Delhi, India — Low birth weight (LBW), referring to infants weighing less
than 2,500 grams at birth, is a significant public health issue in resource-poor countries. Each
year, around 20.5 million newborns, an estimated 15-20% of all infants born globally are LBW.
Previous studies show that LBW infants have a higher mortality risk in their first month of life
while those who survive infancy face worse health, human capital, IQ, and labor market
outcomes. An estimated 18% of Indian infants are LBW.

CDDEP researchers along with collaborators at Sam Houston University, International Institute
for Population Sciences (IIPS) employed instrumental variable regression models with
longitudinal data from the Indian Young Lives survey (YL) survey in Andhra Pradesh to estimate
the effect of birth weight on cognitive development during childhood in India. The study is
forthcoming in Economic Papers; A journal of applied economics and policy.

Although there is considerable research on the effects of LBW on outcomes in adulthood, there
is limited evidence linking LBW with mid-childhood outcomes through which the adult
outcomes manifest. Mid-childhood outcomes are more amenable to policy interventions than
adverse outcomes in adulthood. This is the first study we are aware of that estimates the effects
of birthweight on cognitive outcomes in the mid-childhood years (5-8 years) of children in India.

The authors estimate the causal effect of birth weight on children’s Peabody Picture Vocabulary
Test (PPVT) score, a measure of cognitive ability and they examine the heterogeneity in the
effects of birth weight by socioeconomic characteristics of participants’ households.

Overall, the study found that:

e A 10 percent increase in birth weight increases cognitive test scores by 0.11 standard
deviations at ages 5-8 years.

e LBW infants experienced lower test scores compared with normal birth weight infants.

e The positive effect of birth weight on a cognitive test score is larger for girls, children
from rural households, and those with less-educated mothers.
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e Health policy must be designed to improve neonatal outcomes in India and other LMICs,
with policies and initiative that promote access to prenatal care and maternal nutrition
to reduce the risk of LBW.

According to study co-author, Dr. Ramanan Laxminarayan, Director, CDDEP, “India has the
largest birth cohort in the world. The 26 million children born each year represent a significant
opportunity for economic growth. However, poor nourishment of mothers results in low
birthweight infants, and is likely to result in large numbers of children who are disadvantaged
from the outset. This study should be a warning call to improve maternal nutrition.”

‘Birth Weight and Cognitive Development during Childhood: Evidence from India’ is published
in Economic Papers: A journal of applied economics and policy and is available for
download.
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